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METHOD AND APPARATUS OF ESTIMATING
OPTIMUM DIALOG STATE TIMEOUT
SETTINGS IN A SPOKEN DIALOG SYSTEM

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation from U.S. patent appli-
cation Ser. No. 13/210,029, filed Aug. 15, 2011, and entitled
“METHOD AND APPARATUS OF ESTIMATING OPTI-
MUM DIALOG STATE TIMEOUT SETTINGS IN A SPO-
KEN DIALOG SYSTEM?”, which is incorporated by refer-
ence herein in its entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to a method and apparatus of esti-
mating individual timeout settings for each dialog state in a
spoken dialog call processing application, and more particu-
larly, to estimating timeout settings in order to minimize
turn-taking issues and to optimize a total call duration.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

One of the biggest challenges in commercial spoken dialog
applications and related call processing systems is estimating
an appropriate turn-taking behavior by the system. In order to
establish successful rules and algorithms to calculate when
the system should allow a user to take a turn or vice versa,
various human response timing patterns may be examined.

Sometimes it is the minor details that determine whether a
spoken dialog system is successful or not according to users’
satisfaction and response feedback. For example, while lim-
ited amounts of data are available for the turn-taking behavior
between humans and spoken dialog call processing systems,
the pause duration between questions and responses may be
important in addition to other time durations measured and
applied to call dialog systems. User satisfaction is important
since the number of users who refuse to communicate with
such a system will increase if the various dialog parameters
are not properly configured.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

An example embodiment may provide a method that
includes collecting caller response timings to each of a plu-
rality of dialog states conducted during a call, estimating a
plurality of parameters based on the caller response timings,
selecting a response completeness value responsive to the
estimated plurality of parameters, the response completeness
value or confidence value being used to calculate at least one
optimal timeout value, selecting the at least one optimal tim-
eout value, and setting the at least one optimal timeout value
for each of the corresponding dialog states.

Another example embodiment may include an apparatus
that includes a receiver configured to receive caller response
timings to each of a plurality of dialog states conducted dur-
ing a call. The apparatus may also include a processor con-
figured to estimate a plurality of parameters based on the
caller response timings, select a response completeness value
responsive to the estimated plurality of parameters, the
response completeness value being a success rate used to
calculate at least one optimal timeout value, select the at least
one optimal timeout value, and set the at least one optimal
timeout value for each of the corresponding dialog states.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates an example network configuration
according to example embodiments of the present invention.
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2

FIG. 2A illustrates a graph of a response pattern for a set of
response times according to example embodiments of the
present invention.

FIG. 2B illustrates a table modeling dialog states and cor-
responding data calculations based on user responses accord-
ing to example embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 3 illustrates an example spoken dialog call processing
system infrastructure according to example embodiments of
the present invention.

FIG. 4 illustrates a network entity that may include
memory, software code and other computer processing hard-
ware, and which may be configured to perform operations
according to example embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 5 illustrates a flow diagram of an example method of
operation according to example embodiments of the present
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

It will be readily understood that the components of the
present invention, as generally described and illustrated in the
figures herein, may be arranged and designed in a wide vari-
ety of different configurations. Thus, the following detailed
description of the embodiments of a method, apparatus, and
system, as represented in the attached figures, is not intended
to limit the scope of the invention as claimed, but is merely
representative of selected embodiments of the invention.

The features, structures, or characteristics of the invention
described throughout this specification may be combined in
any suitable manner in one or more embodiments. For
example, the usage of the phrases “example embodiments”,
“some embodiments”, or other similar language, throughout
this specification refers to the fact that a particular feature,
structure, or characteristic described in connection with the
embodiment may be included in at least one embodiment of
the present invention. Thus, appearances of the phrases
“example embodiments”, “in some embodiments”, “in other
embodiments”, or other similar language, throughout this
specification do not necessarily all refer to the same group of
embodiments, and the described features, structures, or char-
acteristics may be combined in any suitable manner in one or
more embodiments.

FIG. 1 illustrates an example communication network
according to example embodiments. Referring to FIG. 1, a
communication network 100 includes an end user 101 access-
ing a call processing center 112 via a landline telephone 102A
or a mobile station 102B. The landline telephone 102A may
communicate over the public switched telephone network
(PSTN) 108 to communicate with a call processing unit 110
configured to process a call for a larger call processing center
112. Alternatively, an end user 101 may conduct a call via a
mobile station (e.g., cell phone, smartphone, web-enabled
phone, etc.) 102B to a base station 102 and mobile switching
center 106, which connects the call to the call processing unit
110 via the PSTN 108. The call processing unit 110 may
represent a server(s) that is configured to enable the auto-
mated dialog call processing system for a particular call pro-
cessing center 112.

According to example embodiments of the present inven-
tion, a pause duration or no-response timeout setting used
during the course of a spoken dialog call may impact the
overall performance of a related call application. Determin-
ing a pause duration and timeout value that are optimal for a
particular dialog state may enable faster end users to quickly
navigate through an automated speech dialog call processing
system menu, while still providing enough instructions and
details for slower novice users.
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Optimizing the timeout settings for a given dialog state
may minimize the number of turn-taking errors and the dura-
tion of silence for those callers who decide not to respond but
to rather wait for additional instructions. Certain commercial
spoken dialog systems may use a global timeout setting for all
dialog states used by the system. However, it has been dem-
onstrated that the response patterns for ditferent dialog states
vary greatly and thus it is appropriate to have a dialog state
specific timeout setting that is tailored to the dynamic nature
of a spoken dialog system. A dialog state may be any call
related question or prompt and corresponding response. A
dialog state may represent a spoken question and answer or a
DTMF menu-based question or survey. In most instances, a
dialog state will involve at least some form of user feedback
whether it be a voice response, DTMF response or a silent
response.

One example of optimizing timeout settings for a speech or
DTMF dialog call processing system may include calculating
a timeout setting for which X % percent of all callers would
have responded for a given dialog state. For example, an
optimal timeout setting may yield 95% or 98% of all
responses having been received. Such a timeout value selec-
tion would be optimal for the call processing system to imple-
ment for providing an overwhelming majority of all callers an
opportunity to respond without unnecessarily waiting for
those callers that will not likely respond at all (i.e., a timeout
error).

According to example embodiments of the present inven-
tion, individual timeout settings are calculated for each dialog
state in a spoken dialog system based on observed caller
response timings.

Let Exp, (x)=Pp(X=x) describe the cumulative response
distribution for dialog state D, with “x” denoting percentage
timeout setting. Thus, in order to obtain optimized timeout

settings for each dialog state, Fxp, (x) must be estimated with
example dialog states yielding Fxp, (x)=0.95 or Frp, (x)=0.98.
Response time patterns can be obtained from system log files
or by tracking them at a system runtime in a data table.

It can be assumed that response timings are independent
and identically distributed random variables. As a result,

given a set of N data samples, Fxp, (x) can be modeled with a
number of statistical distribution functions. One example of
which is the Gaussian distribution function G(x) below:

Gix) = wef%('xfrﬂ)z.

The parameters o, , lL,, O, can now be estimated with the
Levenberg-Marquardzt method (or any other least square
curve fitting algorithm) from the available response timings
for a given dialog state D,.

Alternative distribution functions that produce a similar
shape and which could be used are: a reciprocal model, recip-
rocal quadratic model, quadratic slow binding model, rational
model, cubic model as well as others.

In this example, using the Gaussian model G(x), Frp, (x)
becomes:

Fxp, o1 6.

FIG. 2A illustrates a fitted distribution function G(x) as
well as the cumulative normal distribution for the fitted prob-
ability function. Referring to FIG. 2A, graph 200 illustrates
the estimated distribution function modeling the actually
observed data. In statistical terms, the “goodness of fit” can be
expressed by the X* value, which for the example of an
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4

open-ended question is X*=0.002. In this example, graph 200
provides a nominal response time of 3.65 seconds as provid-
ing the closest response percentage (98.2%) to 100%. This
graph is based on open-ended questions being presented to
users and receiving user feedback and responses to those
questions.

FIG. 2B illustrates an example table 250 including dialog
state names, their corresponding type of dialog state, the
associated mean and variance as well as F(x)=0.95 and F(x)
=0.98 for each dialog state. As can be seen, the optimal
timeouts, for either 95% or 98% of all callers having
responded, vary significantly by the different dialog state. For
example, for an open-ended question, the mean response time
is 3.6 s and only after 7 s one can expect 98% of all callers to
have responded. In contrast, for a directed menu dialog state
referred to as ‘AgentSomethingElse’ this menu plays if a
caller requests an agent upfront. In this example, one can
expect 98% of callers to have responded by 3 s.

Given the above examples for estimating F(0.98) for each
dialog state, the task to optimize the dialog specific timeout
settings in a spoken dialog becomes relatively straightfor-
ward. An example method of operation may include collect-
ing caller response timings for each dialog state in the dialog
system that are to be optimized. For each of these dialog states
D,, the parameters o5, I, O, 0f a Gaussian distribution are
estimated. The estimation ma}zl be performed via the Leven-
berg-Marquardt method or any other least square fitting algo-
rithm. Then, a response completeness value or response con-
fidence value is selected, such as 0.95 or 0.98 (i.e., the
optimized timeout value should be based on either 95% or
98% of all responses). Next, a plot F(x,) is performed for
each dialog state and the time x,, is determined for each
dialog state D,, so that F(x,, )=0.95. The resulting time will be
selected as the optimized timeout setting. The timeout set-
tings for each dialog state D, should be set to the optimal
setting X,

FIG. 3 illustrates an example call processing system 300
according to example embodiments of the present invention.
Referring to FIG. 3, the call processing system 300 may be
embodied in a single computing device (i.e., server, network
computing device, etc.), or multiple computing devices.
Within the call processing system 300 are multiple processing
modules which may be part of the individual hardware com-
ponents, such as processor, memory, etc. The memory may
store instructions which when executed causes the system
300 to perform a variety of operations described in detail
below.

The system 300 may include a caller response database 340
which stores the results of the caller responses to dialog states
(i.e., automated questions, prompts, requests, etc.). The caller
responses may be collected in real-time during the course of
an active call or a test call. The collected caller responses may
be associated with timestamps to provide response timings
for each dialog state conducted during the course of the call
and based on the times the dialog states were presented and
the times the user responses were received. The data retrieval
engine 310 may access the caller response timings which
correlate to the dialog states. For each dialog state, an esti-
mate may be calculated for the mean, average, variance and
other parameters for a distribution function model.

The Levenberg-Marquardt algorithm (LMA) provides a
numerical function minimization algorithm. Over a space of
parameters of the function, the LMA interpolates between the
Gaussian-Newton algorithm (GNA) or Gaussian distribution
to include a gradient descent. The LMA may be more robust
than a simple Gaussian-Newton algorithm since it provides a
solution even if it starts very far off the final minimum values.
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The LMA provides a curve-fitting algorithm used in many
software applications for solving generic curve-fitting prob-
lems.

The data retrieval engine or module 310 provides the data
analytics engine 320 with the data necessary to calculate the
LMA parameter estimation and select a response complete-
ness value or confidence value, such as 95% or 98%. For each
dialog state, a plot should be generated by the data reporting
engine 330 and a time should be looked up for each dialog
state. A time may be selected as the optimized timeout setting
based on the probability distribution function as defined by
the estimated parameters. These operations may be per-
formed autonomously via the results of the above-noted func-
tions. Or, a data analyst may view the graphs and decide what
values should be used in future calls. Alternatively, instead of
looking-up results on a graph, the optimal timeout setting can
also be found by starting with a relatively high timeout value,
for example 8 seconds, and then calculating the value of
F(xp,) for a gradually decreasing x,, until F(x,)=0.98. The
final timeout settings must be selected for each dialog state to
provide an optimal time setting with optimal user response
feedback.

In one example implementation, a relatively high timeout
value may be selected to calculate the initial F(x) value and
then gradually decrease x until F(x) equals the target metric of
the completeness interval or success rate of the caller feed-
back and responses. The term ‘completeness interval’ may be
used to represent the time interval by which X % of all callers
would have completed answering questions and providing
answers or feedback.

According to an example embodiment, an apparatus may
include a receiver configured to receive caller response tim-
ings to each of a plurality of dialog states (i.e., questions)
conducted during a call, and a processor configured to esti-
mate a plurality of parameters by selecting a probability dis-
tribution that closely matches the observed caller response
timings and calculating at least one optimal timeout value
based on the estimated plurality of parameters, and setting at
least one optimal timeout value for each of the corresponding
dialog states.

The operations of a method or algorithm described in con-
nection with the embodiments disclosed herein may be
embodied directly in hardware, in a computer program
executed by a processor, or in a combination of the two. A
computer program may be embodied on a computer readable
medium, such as a storage medium. For example, a computer
program may reside in random access memory (“RAM”),
flash memory, read-only memory (“ROM”), erasable pro-
grammable read-only memory (“EPROM”), electrically
erasable programmable read-only memory (“EEPROM”),
registers, hard disk, a removable disk, a compact disk read-
only memory (“CD-ROM”), or any other form of storage
medium known in the art.

An exemplary storage medium may be coupled to the
processor such that the processor may read information from,
and write information to, the storage medium. In the alterna-
tive, the storage medium may be integral to the processor. The
processor and the storage medium may reside in an applica-
tion specific integrated circuit (“ASIC”). In the alternative,
the processor and the storage medium may reside as discrete
components. For example FIG. 4 illustrates an example net-
work element 400, which may represent any of the above-
described network components of the other figures.

As illustrated in FI1G. 4, a memory 410 and a processor 420
may be discrete components of the network entity 400 that are
used to execute an application or set of operations. The appli-
cation may be coded in software in a computer language
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understood by the processor 420, and stored in a computer
readable medium, such as, the memory 410. Furthermore, a
software module 430 may be another discrete entity that is
part of the network entity 400, and which contains software
instructions that may be executed by the processor 420. In
addition to the above noted components of the network entity
400, the network entity 400 may also have a transmitter and
receiver pair configured to receive and transmit communica-
tion signals (not shown).

One example embodiment of the present invention may
include a method as illustrated in the flow diagram of FIG. 5.
The method may include collecting caller response timings to
each of a plurality of dialog states conducted during a call, at
operation 502, and estimating a plurality of parameters based
on the caller response timings, at operation 504. The method
may also include selecting a response completeness value
responsive to the estimated plurality of parameters, the
response completeness value being a success rate used to
calculate at least one optimal timeout value, at operation 506
and selecting that at least one optimal timeout value, at opera-
tion 508. The method may also include setting the at least one
optimal timeout value for each of the corresponding dialog
states, at operation 510. The calculated timeout values may be
used during the call or for subsequent calls as an optimal
timeout value.

While preferred embodiments of the present invention
have been described, it is to be understood that the embodi-
ments described are illustrative only and the scope of the
invention is to be defined solely by the appended claims when
considered with a full range of equivalents and modifications
(e.g., protocols, hardware devices, software platforms etc.)
thereto.

What is claimed is:

1. A method, comprising:

collecting caller responses to each of a plurality of dialog

states conducted during a call;

associating timestamps with each of the caller responses

received;
identifying caller response timings corresponding to the
caller responses and storing the caller response timings
and the timestamps in memory at a call processing
server, wherein the caller response timings are a function
of times when the plurality of dialog states are presented
to the caller during the call and times when the caller
responses to the plurality of dialog states were received
and associated with the timestamps;
selecting a response completeness value as a percentage of
the total callers that have provided caller responses;

calculating at least one optimal timeout value associated
with the call based on the selected response complete-
ness value;

selecting the at least one optimal timeout value; and

setting the at least one optimal timeout value based on a

majority of the caller responses at the call processing
server for each of the corresponding plurality of dialog
states to timeout during at least one of the call and a
subsequent call.

2. The method of claim 1, comprising estimating a plurality
of parameters based on the caller response timings, wherein
estimating the plurality of parameters comprises calculating a
probability distribution based on the caller response timings.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein calculating the prob-
ability distribution comprises calculating a Gaussian distri-
bution using a Levenberg-Marquardt algorithm based on the
caller response timings.

4. The method of claim 2, comprising selecting the
response completeness value as a percentage of the total
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callers that have provided caller responses responsive to the
estimating of the plurality of parameters.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the caller response
timings comprise instances in time when the callers
responded to at least one of questions and prompts generated
during the call.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein setting the at least one
optimal timeout value for each of the corresponding plurality
of dialog states comprises setting a plurality of different tim-
eout values for the corresponding plurality of dialog states.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the response complete-
ness value is equal to or greater than 95% of all caller response
timings.

8. An apparatus, comprising:

a receiver configured to receive caller responses to each of

a plurality of dialog states conducted during a call;

a memory configured to store caller response timings cor-

responding to the caller responses; and

a processor configured to

associate timestamps with each of the caller responses
received,

identify caller response timings corresponding to the
caller responses and store the caller response timings
and the timestamps in the memory, wherein the caller
response timings are a function of times when the
plurality of dialog states are presented to the caller
during the call and times when the caller responses to
the plurality of dialog states were received and asso-
ciated with the timestamps,

select a response completeness value as a percentage of
the total callers that have provided caller responses,

calculate at least one optimal timeout value associated
with the call based on the selected response complete-
ness value,

select the at least one optimal timeout value, and

set the at least one optimal timeout value based on a
majority of the caller responses for each of the corre-
sponding plurality of dialog states to timeout during at
least one of the call and a subsequent call.

9. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein the processor is con-
figured to estimate a plurality of parameters based on the
caller response timings, wherein to estimate the plurality of
parameters a probability distribution is calculated based on
the caller response timings.

10. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the probability dis-
tribution is a Gaussian distribution that is calculated by using
a Levenberg-Marquardt algorithm based on the caller
response timings.

11. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the response com-
pleteness value is selected as a percentage of the total callers
that have provided caller responses responsive to the estimate
of the plurality of parameters.

12. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein the caller response
timings comprise instances in time when the callers
responded to at least one of questions and prompts generated
during the call.

13. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein the at least one
optimal timeout value set for each of the corresponding plu-
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rality of dialog states comprises a plurality of different tim-
eout values being set for the corresponding plurality of dialog
states.

14. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein the response com-
pleteness value is equal to or greater than 95% of all caller
response timings.

15. A non-transitory computer readable storage medium
configured to store instructions that when executed cause a
processor to perform:

collecting caller responses to each of a plurality of dialog

states conducted during a call;

associating timestamps with each of the caller responses

received;
identifying caller response timings corresponding to the
caller responses and storing the caller response timings
and the timestamps in memory at a call processing
server, wherein the caller response timings are a function
of times when the plurality of dialog states are presented
to the caller during the call and times when the caller
responses to the plurality of dialog states were received
and associated with the timestamps;
selecting a response completeness value as a percentage of
the total callers that have provided caller responses;

calculating at least one optimal timeout value associated
with the call based on the selected response complete-
ness value;

selecting the at least one optimal timeout value; and

setting the at least one optimal timeout value based on a

majority of the caller responses at the call processing
server for each of the corresponding plurality of dialog
states to timeout during at least one of the call and a
subsequent call.

16. The non-transitory computer readable storage medium
of claim 15, configured to store instructions that when
executed cause the processor to perform estimating a plurality
of parameters based on the caller response timings, wherein
estimating the plurality of parameters comprises calculating a
probability distribution based on the caller response timings.

17. The non-transitory computer readable storage medium
of claim 16, wherein calculating the probability distribution
comprises calculating a Gaussian distribution using a Leven-
berg-Marquardt algorithm based on the caller response tim-
ings.

18. The non-transitory computer readable storage medium
of claim 16, wherein the selecting the response completeness
value as a percentage of the total callers that have provided
caller responses is responsive to the estimated plurality of
parameters.

19. The non-transitory computer readable storage medium
of claim 15, wherein the caller response timings comprise
instances in time when the callers responded to at least one of
questions and prompts generated during the call.

20. The non-transitory computer readable storage medium
of claim 15, wherein the setting the at least one optimal
timeout value for each of the corresponding plurality of dia-
log states comprises setting a plurality of different timeout
values for the corresponding plurality of dialog states.
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